Once in New York, Sims adopted a strategy common among emerging specialists in the US and Great Britain (those in continental Europe adopted rather different strategies): winning the financial support of local elites in order to establish specialist hospitals. As elsewhere, the advancement of medical science and practice was a major justification for such hospitals and for specialization more generally. But the need to attract private philanthropy required significantly greater emphasis on the practical benefits of specialities than was the case in Europe. The Woman's Hospital of the State of New York founded in 1855 attracted very wide support because the methods developed by Sims were considered an effective way to relieve common forms of suffering among women and thereby to enhance the family. None the less, the advancement of medicine through experimentation and education continued to be a major preoccupation of the medical staff and led to far more dangerous forms of surgery at the hospital, notably ovariotomy. If experimentation on slaves had been the basis of Sim's early surgical successes, experimentation on the poor Irish women who constituted the predominant patient population, was, in the view of the author, the basis for the hospital's continued medical stature. The culture of experimentation also led to the kinds of confrontation between doctors and lay philanthropists that were common in other American hospitals. The most interesting one discussed by the author had to do with the introduction of cancer patients to the hospital. This raises all sorts of unanswered questions about changing notions of "incurability" and their consequences during the nineteenth century, both within the institutions and culture of medicine and among the lay public.
By focusing narrowly on a single institution, this book makes a significant contribution to our understanding of one segment of the gynaecological speciality then in the process of taking shape. And there is probably no better way to get at the foundational procedures of the speciality or the experiences of patients than through such detailed studies of individual institutions. But Berger's work, a Freiburg medical
